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broUJ? ht to help country children. Country children are very 
fren not able to identify their specimens, or learn facts about 
them from the want of a library of references. But if they 
’in touch W ith London children, these last might often 
refer to books in the British Museum of Natural History at 
South Kensington, or other libraries, and both would be 
benefited. i n this way one link might be established 
between the town and the country, and the children might 
correspond with each other. 

Miss Hart Davis : The children of the country might 
send up things for the London children. 

Mrs. Fisher : Yes, just so. 


DR. H. Laing Gordon then read a paper on 

PARENTAL PECULIARITIES AND PARENTAL 
POSSIBILITIES. 

To those members who have assisted in the formation of a 
new branch of the P.N.E.U., the truth will have come 
home that success depends less upon the trustworthiness of 
principles than upon the manner in which they are put into 
practice. The Union exists as you know in London and 
its suburbs as well as in cathedral, manufacturing, market, 
seaside and residential towns. In each locality the influence 
of occupation and environment modifies the needs of parents. 
The rank of society to which members belong would also 
modify requirements; but at present our work is limited more 
or less to the more prosperous classes. Those who have 
knowledge of the lower classes recognize that much might be 
done amongst them by the Union. This has been uiged on 
a previous occasion by Mr. Rooper and is emphasized by the 
fact that applications for speakers to the poor are not 
infrequently made to the Union. But there is scope enough 
for our voluntary efforts in our own ranks, at least for the 
present. 

Although requirements vary according to locality anc ^ 
surroundings, the principles of the Union are capable o 
adaptation everywhere ; indeed they flourish in any soil so 
long as they are carefully planted, tended and nourished. 
Much of the early work of a new branch is merely a turning 
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over of the soil, to remove its useless material and discover 
its wants. I take leave to say that there is no task requiring 
more tact and patience, than that of removing or overcoming 
the obstacles in the way of genuine P.N.E.U. work. I do not 
propose to consider the local difficulties in Union work, due 
to particular features of environment, these are best met on 
the spot at the time of establishment. I rather ask you 
to consider certain difficulties which exist in all quarters and 
are common to all branches. 

In a new district where the Union has not been heard 
of until the suggestion to establish a branch is made, it 
is sometimes difficult to convince local members of the 
scholastic profession that the society is not a banding together 
of discontented parents to confound teachers. Then again 
we all know how useful much of our work may be to young 
people of both sexes alive to the responsibilities which some 
day may be theirs. But how often we are told, “ Parents' 
Union ! Oh ! I am not a parent.” Indeed, I have even 
heard of a mother being shocked and offended because a 
well-meaning friend wanted her daughter to join the Union. 
But these are merely examples of minor difficulties met in 
the course of organization. To meet and eradicate wrong 
principles and wrong methods and substitute more enlightened 
ones, is at once more important and more difficult. 

The preconceived notions of parents regarding physical, 
mental, or moral education are obstacles met in fearful and 
wonderful shapes in all quarters. It is interesting to consider 
the origin of such notions. Many of them are traditional, 
having been handed down from one generation to another; 
others are due to deficient ordinary education; others are 
due to actual false teaching ; while not a few are due to a 
misinterpretation of facts. 

Some traditional teaching is no doubt correct, and there is 
often a tendency to neglect good old-fashioned practice for 
new-fangled fads. The fact that the ancient church rules o 
periodical fasting and self-denial are good for the body, 
whatever they are for the soul, has been brought forcib y 
before the public in the recent discussions arising out of t ® 
crisis in the Church ; a traditional practice has receive a 
least theoretical scientific approval. But old women s ta 
are not often trustworthy guides. The person who mee 
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. w ith the phrase that “ it was my father’s custom and so 
• t shah be mine,” is probably the most hopeless person to 

trv and influence. . 

recent letter, signed “ Headmaster, in one of the 
•i papers, if illustration is required, shows the necessity 
r some of the work which our society attempts:— 
°We have, unfortunately, been suffering during the past 
in our school from more than one infectious complaint. 
In order to guard against our misfortunes being carried 
elsewhere, before the holidays a circular was sent to the 
parents pointing out the danger of their sons going about 
indiscriminately. One of the boys showed me a letter, 
lamenting that he could not, under these circumstances, go 
home at once, because of the danger to the other children ; 
but consoling him with the promise that, for the week that he 
was away from home, he should be taken to Maskelyne and 
Cooke, the Zoological Gardens, and such other places of 
amusement as he might select ! 

There are, again, some parents who have sound principles, 
but who carry them out with such mistaken zeal that they 
altogether defeat their object. The child of the hopelessly 
stupid parent is indeed more often a success in after-life than 
that of the aggressively intellectual parent. I do not use the 
term stupid in an offensive sense, nor the term intellectual in 
an admiring sense ; I may safely say that by “ stupid parent 
I mean the parent called stupid by the aggressively intellectual 
parent ; and by “ intellectual ” parent I mean the parent 
called intellectual by the stupid parent. The offspring of 
stupid parents may be satisfactorily developed by a good 
environment, in which the parent assumes, because of his 
stupidity, a small part. But for the child of the intellectual 
system-enveloped parent there is little hope ; each separate 
“ faculty ” is met with a plan for its development ; the parent 
is the overwhelming feature of the environment ; the child s 
will and reason are overpowered by the parent s, indeed they 
ttay be altogether prevented from attaining maturity ; and 
the result of the process is altogether unsatisfactory. 
“ Neglected” children are often said to turn out better 
than “ carefully brought-up ” children. “ Neglected ” children 
are the offspring of stupid parents and may tumble into 
a fortunate environment ; while the “ carefully brought-up ” 
children have been stunted instead of developed by their 
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“ intellectual” parents who monopolized the environment, 
and admitted only such other influences as they were 
themselves able to reflate and actively control. Please 
observe that of course the P.N.E.U parent comes neither 
Zr the heading “hopelessly stupid nor yet tne heading 

The P.N.E.U. parent neither 

neglects nor fusses over his or her child s physical and mental 
education; and has various other virtues need ess for me to 

recall here. I am merely enumerating some outside types of 
recau nei TT ts m ight beneficially influence. 

parents whom P.N.E.U. parents g • taken ideas of 

To mv mind the parents with firm but mistaken ideas of 
to my mm r whether derived from superstition 

their own about < education Ucation of £ e truth) 

with than frankly P P d others, and stupid 
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doctors!” This would really ave . . e sneaker’s practice 
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modern conceptions of this now y 
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^ental^ stretching ” ; fortunately the “stupid” father stepped 
m and packed the boy off to school with happy results, but 
'fter a good deal of fluttering of the maternal wings. 

3 In considering the causes of these faulty preconceived ideas, 
it appears to me that much of modern journalism is an 
obstacle rather than a help to true progress. Book-knowledge 
has long masqueraded as education ; and the crammed child 
of yesterday has grown into the superficial adult of to-day, 
incapable of appreciating anything better than the vast cheap 
journalistic literature which has grown up in response to his 
demand. Pseudo-scientific articles are to be found, mullum 
in parvo, in papers of the aptly-named “snippet” type; in ,^d. 
magazines, interposed between stories of the penny-dreadful 
type ; or tastefully arranged in ladies’ weeklies amidst the 
perplexing illustrations and descriptions of varieties of 
millinery and gowns. This sort of “ science ” is read and 
believed, while that of truer value to be found in its own place 
is regarded as dry ; some intellectual parents found their 
theories and their actions on this scrappy knowledge; whilst 
the stupid parent is hopelessly misled by it. lrue knowledge 
of all kinds must be sought ; the knowledge shoved before us 
on railway book-stalls is of no real value, however dainty 
may be its journalistic dress. It is more common to hear a 
man say, “ The Daily so-and-so says,” than to hear him say, 
“/ think ” or “ / have observed.” Originality in thought and 
action are not possible for the average man with an intellect 
nourished only by his daily and weekly papers. And possibly 
this may be one cause of the mediocrity of the age and the 
lamentable lack of men of marked individuality and men of 
action. It must not be implied that I mean to sweepingly 
condemn newspapers and magazines; many of them, of course, 
deservedly occupy a healthy influential position. 

We are apt also to overlook the influence of the modern 
book and pen-and-paper education upon memory. I he 
American ambassador recently stated that if all Milton s 
works had been destroyed fifty or one hundred years after his 
death, they could have been restored from the memories of 
bis American readers alone. Sir Walter Besant has thought 
fa to make merry at this statement, and no doubt such an 
effort would be impossible for the modern journalist or 
n °velist with an undeveloped natural memory, but with 
excellent artificial memory consisting of typewriters, 
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ired . Now inborn characteristics are always hereditary , 
a nd acquired characteristics are never hereditary . 

This is at first sight more understandable in regard to 
Physical than to mental traits. The Jewish nose and the 
Scots high cheek-bones are inborn traits and are obviously 
transmissible ; the quality of tallness is also inborn and 
hereditary, tall parents most generally have tall children ; 
if we could take short children and stretch them, this acquired 
length would not be transmitted to the next generation. 

To take another instance, the blacksmith’s children do not 
naturally develop strong muscular arms, because their father 
acquired them by exercise, and they are no more likely to 
have them than the city clerk’s child- the blacksmith’s and 
the clerk’s children have, ceteris paribus , equal chances of 
developing strong arms if they only vigorously exercise them. 

If we regard physical education in this light, our under- 
standing is cleared although our responsibilities are perhaps 
increased. It grows evident that our children develop their 
physical potentialities into powers in direct ratio to the 
stimulation to which they are subjected. Now, physical 
characteristics once acquired by the individual tend to persist; 
hence the importance of so placing our children that the 
environment shall stimulate the development of the best of 
which the child is capable, so that that which is best may 
persist through life. Herein lies the essence of modern 
preventive medicine — the highest development of the art of 
medicine — which directs its efforts not only towards the 
shutting out of disease, but also towards the development of 
individuals so framed that they will be able to resist disease 
when attacked by it. Far better to stimulate growth and 
develop resisting powers and make children strong against 
disease, than to be skilful in the manipulation of clinical 
thermometers and adepts in the use of bronchitis kettles, or 
to possess all the other little accomplishments acquired at 
Popular ambulance lectures. 

Fy recognizing the simple facts, that acquired physical 
characteristics are not hereditary and that environment is of more* 
importance than heredity (from the parents’ and educators’ 
Point of view), you will agree that parents open up for them- 
sel ves many possibilities in regard to their children, which are 
out of the reach of those who ignorantly consider that stuffy 
an d dirty rooms at home or at school are of no account, and 
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ageing more fortunate in environment and education 
acquires musical knowledge, exhibits musical ability and 
becomes known as a talented musician. 

Some people believe that because a father has acquired 
music3 l knowledge and ability, it is more easy for his son to 
acquire musical knowledge and ability; but Ibis is absurd 
because it implies that acquired knowledge is hereditary 
Were it so the great musician's son would be greater than 
his father, the great artist's son would be greater thTn / 

,*, ,»<! » on. W. G. Grace’s W o„S ^ 

where his father scored only centuries ; whereas ,n 
such has never been the case. know 
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of the talented man is at an advantage over the average 
du d because he may inherit his father’s capacity to acqufoe 
and because he is reared in a musical or artistic, and so 
on, environment, and has more opportunity of acquiring the 
necessary knowledge by the powerful imitative instinct 
Regarding morals, again, it is the same. Morals form an 
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*c qu theAfrica n moral yEngllSh pe ° ple exhibits the English 
" ’ fly on, K atUre; the desire to eat human flesh is 


J Uired ha Ppiiy L‘ 11 aatUre; the desire to eat human 
C stln R to recall fw lmitation and education. It may be 
. esi f n island f ° aCt t ^ lat t * le inhabitants of a certain 
^issionarv n cannibals but now thoroucdilv 
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rer nark s ^ Ulrtatl °n a legal offence ! 

s concerning mental heredity by stating 



that the only hereditary mental traits were the instincts 
from what I have since said you will see that this statement 
has to be modified to include the power of acquiring ' 
transmissible mental traits in ot er words, the power to acqui re 
what we call mind. It requires no great effort to realize th at 


wnai wc tau ; . 

this is quite a different thing from acquired characteristics 





this IS quae a. . u- i • , ^ 

themselves being transmissible, which is the popular con- 

ception of heredity. 

The civilized man and the savage differ scarcely at all i n 
instincts ; but they differ enormously not only in their powers 
of acquiring mental traits but also in the traits they acquire. 
In the higher civilization the environment is more complex 
and the stimulation proceeding from it the greater. The 
higher the civilization the greater the power of acquiring 
mental traits and the more numerous the traits acquired. By 
recognizing the fact that man’s mental evolution has apparently 
been entirely m the direction of the power of acquiring mental 
traits in response to stimulation from his environment , we arrive 
at a clear understanding of the power and limits of mental 
heredity and we are able on further study to see many things 
in altogether new and brighter lights. I recommend, to those 
interested in this subject. Dr. Archdall Reid’s Present 
Evolution of Man, a book which fully sets forth the views 

have briefly sketched, treats the much misunderstood subject 
of mental evolution in a masterly manner, and has distinct y 
advanced our knowledge of the subject, lo the k°° > an 
also to the author himself, I am indebted for much that 
said on heredity. s 

The realization of these truths and their outcome^ we 
up once more splendid possibilities. In the first 
are enabled to recognize the true value of ^ ereC ^^ s g e that 
lesser one than that usually attributed to it. J ^ p Qwer 
when we have reason to believe a child inherits 
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to make good acquirements, — A fully lilxvv 

environment for him in which this power will be 
advantage of; and that when we believe a chi eaV iy 

power to make bad acquirements, our obvious t hi$ 

and late, to select for him an environment in ^ulaN 0 "' 
tendency towards what is bad will receive n0 f * et 0 f those 
Furthermore the ground is cut from under the chara ctef' 
who blame their dead progenitors for unplea^^es afe 
istics in their own children, for which they t* 1 
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we 
design 


paR ] 


Erectly or indirectly responsible, by example, or by 
real1 ^ - a a faulty environment; and the mouths of those 
pe rrnlttl | 1 ^ vh o say, “ Oh, it’s an instinct,” or “ it can’t be 
Tit’s hereditary.’’ 

^ influence of environment receives its proper value. We 

Tnv ^ IS tbat th e child’s mind, blank at birth, may be 
se ® ten u p 0n by wise design as well as by chance influence ; 
^recognize the importance and the power of both wise 
and chance influence ; and we realize above all that 
the child’s characteristics tend to resemble those of his parents 
or early guardians in virtue of the strongly implanted instinct 
of imitation, more than in virtue of the much talked of and 
feared heredity. 

Upon us parents falls the duty of seeing that the influences 
which are to stimulate the formation of our children’s minds, 
to develop their potentialities into powers — through which 
they are to acquire conscious knowledge, reason, ways 
of thinking and acting, likes and dislikes — are, from the very 
first, right influences. It is for us parents to see that we do 
not merit punishment like Eli of old, because our children 
made themselves vile and we restrained them not. On the 
parent devolves the duty of selecting or at least suggesting 
the teachers, companions, and nurses, and all the other hundred- 
and-one influences which go to make up the environment in 
which the child grows to the man. 

I have been led to enter at this length into heredity, but not 
a t a length sufficient to do justice to the subject, because 


although 


parents and teachers 


generally recognize 


g, . ~ it- - icduicia very 

fro lm P or ^ ance of educational influences, they do not do so 
s ^ m ple point of view. It may be quite new to some 
t J t hsteners that the child’s mind is a blank at birth and 
e nvir 0 riSes subse quently in response to stimulation from the 
of hie nment > the chief factor in which is usually the influence 

S P r °genitors. 


Resent 


But this is nevertheless true, so far as our 


the same n f° Wledge teaches us. To others it may be new that 
a ggrea a ?i aCt * s true, not only of individuals, but also of the 
0l % win ° f indiv iduals, called a race or nation— that “ not 
an d fte cV f**d rea red by the slothful probably be slothful 
!i at ^°neo- 1 reared by the active probably be active , but 
^ if o n f eneration be slothful, the next also will be slothful— 
neorck ~- - ” be active; 
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g deration be active, the next also will 
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! trust I have made clear that the parental peculiarities, of 
which I have given examples, are largely due to a want 
of appreciation of fundamental facts; that they may be 
f PP hv pointing out the elementary simplicity of 
?u V nda 0 mental facts such as heredity, which I have taken as an 
instance • and that our parental possibilities in regard to our 
children " are simplified and hopefully increased by clear 
unbiased conceptions of these fundamental facts 

In conclusion, if there be any here to whom this aspect 
of the subject is new, and who may possibly think that I am 
quite wrong in what I have said about heredity, that I also 
have spoken altogether too dogmatically on a subject of which 
we know so little, I shall be more than pleased because 
it will indicate that their interest in the subject, looked at 
from this point of view, is aroused, and that they will therefore 
study the matter for themselves. Although these views on 
heredity are held to-day by those best able to judge, they 
are aftlr all only opinions. But I have set them before you 
with attempted precision, not only because they appear 
scientifically sound and explanatory of much w P ^ 

plexing without them, but also because av 
avoid, g if possible, fogging ourselves with too ££ 

abstract, and overlooking what is after a our . gd 0 f 

the practical outcome — a danger sometimes co p 
in regard to P.N.E.U. addresses and papers. 
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